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The Grass Dancer, Cuban ghosts in Cristina Garcia's 1992 Dreaming in Cuban, and a ghostly cantor in Ira Levin's 1988 play Cantorial. Plainly, the contemporary American ghost story is not solely an African-American phenomenon; it is, in fact, a pan-ethnic phenomenon, registering a widespread concern with questions of ethnic identity and cultural transmission.
To examine each ethnic grouping separately-to study, for example, the influence and literary transformation of African religion in Naylor, of Chinese ancestor worship in Kingston-obscures the fact that these contemporary American works have much in common. Ghosts in contemporary American ethnic literature function similarly: to recreate ethnic identity through an imaginative recuperation of the past and to press this new version of the past into the service of the present. In doing so, these works have much to tell us about our own historical moment and the range of imaginative responses it provokes. Ghost stories reflect the increased emphasis on ethnic and racial differentiation in all social groups following the ideological upheavals set in motion by the black civil rights movement. They also register the tectonic epistemological shift we have witnessed since the seventies in the social sciences. A reevaluation of historical methodology, indeed, of what can be identified as history ("fact") versus story ("fiction"), has profoundly changed our understanding of how the past is translated and how ethnicity is constructed. The ghosts haunting contemporary American literature lead us to the heart of our nation's discourse about multiculturalism and ethnic identity. When summoned for close examination, they reveal much about the dynamics of social and literary acculturation.
I would like to identify here a specific kind of ghost story-a story of what I would call cultural haunting-that, while it has nineteenth-century antecedents, has emerged in large numbers only in the last quarter of this century. The story of cultural haunting needs to be distinguished from the more familiar ghost story, that genre of short fiction that blossomed during the nineteenth century, leaving us with thrilling fireside tales of haunted houses, graveyard revenants, and Christmases past. A homespun Victorian derivative of the more fabulously draped, exotic Gothic novel, the ghost story evolved early in this century into the subtle psychological studies of Henry James and Edith Wharton and the surrealist nightmares of H. P. Lovecraft. These modern ghost stories recast supernaturalism as the hallucinatory projections of the self. In doing so, they show a family resemblance to Macbeth's spectres, but are marked by a Freudian-era under-standing of psychology. The idea of the internally haunted self ("Ourself behind ourself, concealed-," more frightening, Dickinson knew, than "External Ghost") becomes central: in James's "The Jolly Corner," Spencer Brydon stalks the spectre of his rapacious alter ego; in Wharton In investigating history through supernatural means, the story of cultural haunting needs also to be distinguished from historical novels that "bring the dead to life" without reference to any literal interaction between the living and the dead (Don DeLillo's Libra, for example), or fiction in which characters can be said to be "haunted" by the past in purely metaphorical terms (as in Ralph Ellison's Invisible Man or William Styron's Sophie's Choice). The turn to the supernatural in the process of recovering history emphasizes the difficulty of gaining access to a lost or denied past, as well as the degree to which any such historical reconstruction is essentially an imaginative act. Centrally concerned with the issues of communal memory, cultural transmission, and group inheritance, stories of cultural haunting share the plot device and master metaphor of the ghost as go-between, an enigmatic transitional figure moving between past and present, death and life, one culture and another. An extraordinarily hybrid category of literature drawing upon a wide range of cultural traditions, the story of cultural haunting crosses the generic boundaries of the novel, historical novel, novelistic memoir, short fiction, drama, and, to a lesser extent, the lyric. For AveyJohnson in Praisesongfor the Widow is also a haunted survivor. Her husband's ghost-a forbidding internal voice of assimilation, race hatred, and self-denial in the name of upward mobility-is defeated (and therefore can finally be properly mourned) as a result of Avey's gradual opening to other spectral voices. When, on a trip to the Caribbean, she witnesses the performance of a traditional African-derived circular dance called a "ring shout," she has a sudden double vision: "Kin, visible, metamorphosed and invisible, repeatedly circled the cleared space together" (239). The revelation is complete when the living dancers and their ghostly African counterparts reverse roles. Avey comes to understand that "It was the essence of something rather than the thing itself she was witnessing. . . . All that was left were a few names of what they called nations which they could no longer even pronounce properly, the fragments of a dozen or so songs, the shadowy forms of long-ago dances and rum kegs for drums" (240). The "nation" dances Avey views are "shadowy forms" or ghosts of old tribal ritual dances. In enacting ritual movements, in however revised and truncated a form, descendants thus become ghosts of their own ancestors. The transformed protagonist will return home to "haunt" (255) an assimilated black New York, having been filled with the spirit of a lost African culture. As these examples suggest, haunting turns out to be necessary to the maintenance of historical meaning. The exorcism of all forms of ghostliness would result in a devastating loss of significance. Toward the beginning of The Woman Warrior, Kingston confesses that she is haunted by her suicidal aunt and fears a possession that duplicates her aunt's terrible fate. The task she undertakes in her memoir is the transformation of haunting as deathly possession into a haunting that enlarges self with the selective integration of family history and Chinese legend. Kingston knows that the very ghostliness of her aunt, her erasure from acknowledged family history, gives her the imaginative room for revision. As Pierre Janet noticed, the movement from traumatic to narrative memory allows for the possibility of revision. While traumatic memory is rigidly inflexible, marked by pure repetition, narrative memory-essentially a social act-can be "adapted to present circumstances" (van der Kolk and van der Hart 431). Stories of cultural haunting record the struggle to establish some form of historical continuity that allows for a necessary distance from the past-breathing room, as it were. They can be read as cautionary tales about the proper function of memory. Possession-the dangerous incorporation of the dead-signals a failure of memory to organize history, to render it usable. Flight from history can just as easily lead to possession as a nostalgic return to the past: denied history reasserts itself, much like the return of the repressed.
Possession in haunted American fiction suggests a continuity with the past over which one has no control: history lodges within, swollen bodies (a recurring image in this literature) give birth not to the future, but to a nightmarish repetition of the past. Though it is often figured as a malignant pregnancy, possession is more often conveyed through metaphors of consumption. Cannibal and vampire ghosts abound, feeding upon the living. In Louise Erdrich's Tracks, for example, the Algonquin cannibal ghost called "windigo" possesses characters in deep mourning for lost family members. The ghost of a Vietnamese woman who eats men alive in Robert Olen Butler's "A Ghost Story" becomes, by the end of the tale, the consuming spirit of acculturation that feeds upon war refugees resettled in the States. Characters run the danger of being swallowed up by the very past they attempt to recover (or to deny). The ghost Beloved feeds off of Sethe, growing fat as the haunted mother thins toward ghostliness: "Beloved ate up her life, took it, swelled up with it, grew taller on it" (250). Consuming a past that may not nourish, the eater can be turned into the eaten-or, in a vampiric transformation, the living can themselves become ghostly. Memory is thus translated into something closer to embodiment. In psychoanalytic terms, the ghost as cannibal or vampire suggests a dangerous introjection of the dead, or mourning gone awry. The possessed one is locked into repetition, doomed to reenact the past without relevance to the present realities.
Everywhere in this literature, possession is associated with the conditions of invisibility and voicelessness. In Tracks, Nanapush and Fleur's "windigo" spirit possession, a form of suicidal mourning, renders them speechless: "We felt the spirits of the dead so near that at length we just stopped talking." The names of dead family members, Nanapush remembers, grew within us, swelled to the brink of our lips, forced our eyes open in the middle of the night. We were filled with the water of the drowned, cold and black, airless water that lapped against the seal of our tongues. . . . We had gone half windigo.
I learned later that this was common, that there were many of our people who died in this manner, of the invisible sickness. There were those who could not swallow another bite of food because the names of their dead anchored their tongues. There were those who let their blood stop, who took the road west after all. (6) Here memory is a form of embodiment: Erdrich's characters incorporate the dead they can't relinquish, threatening to join their ghostly kin in death (taking the "road west" to the afterworld). Ghostliness is equated with silence. The exorcism of the icy spirits of the dead (the completion of mourning) is consequently described as a thawing of frozen words: For me, one of the considerable attractions of this deconstructive position is that it works against the nostalgic tendency to dissolve history (particularly unpalatable history) in the effort to achieve a sentimentally conceived identity. The lesson for the critic of ethnic writing is clear: that one must resist indulging in a naive romanticizing of roots (hunting for the "authentic" ethnic sources of every aspect of a literary work), choosing instead to look for cultural cross-pollinations, convergences, and inventions. A comparative, cross-cultural approach has the advantage of opening up the study of "reciprocal acculturation," whether cultural or literary.
The tradition-as-invention camp has its critics, who point to the dangers of eliding ethnic differences in the name of a too narrowly conceived "common" American culture. They are suspicious of a rhetoric of transcendence, in which the merely local is subsumed into the pseudo-universalism of white, Protestant culture. They also warn of conflating ethnicity and race, of wrongfully assuming the same acculturation choices are available to voluntary immigrants as to colonized or enslaved peoples. And they ask the compelling (and to me at least, not easily dismissable) question: how do we explain the tenacious persistence, often in the face of formidable disintegratory forces, of the culturally marked custom, the story, the verbal expression, the gesture? I find these concerns valid, yet see nothing here to jeopardize the position that ethnicity is a cultural construct, a variable entity reshaped by consensus over time. One can resist ethnic essentialism and yet remain uneasy about the implication that ethnic culture is essentially contentless. As an embodiment of the continuity between the living and the dead, the ghost evades the finality of death. It represents a compromise, or an essentially antithetical act: a simultaneous acknowledgment of and denial of death. Ghost stories bear the message: we exist, we continue, our dead are not dead.
Yet continuity with the past can be a source both of comfort and of anxiety, at times even of terror. The complexities and ambivalences of the culturally haunted ghost story cannot be overemphasized: the figure of the ghost carries both positive and negative valences, often shifting from one to the other in a single work. An angry ghost in Woman Warrior who threatens to "pull down a substitute" can also be a helpful "forerunner" (16, 8). Dangerous ghosts in Tracks can, in the right circumstances, be protective spirits. The connection between ambivalence and ghosts was of course explored by Freud. In Totem and Taboo he claims that the historical development of ghost belief reflects the divided emotions inherent in all close relationships, particularly those with our dead:
It is quite possible that the whole concept of demons was derived from the important relation of the living to the dead. The ambivalence inherent in that relation was expressed in the subsequent course of human development by the fact that, from the same root, it gave rise to two completely opposed psychical structures: on the one hand fear of demons and ghosts and on the other hand veneration of ancestors. The fact that demons are always regarded as the spirits of those who have died recently shows better than anything the influence of mourning on the origin of the belief in demons. Mourning has a quite specific psychical task to perform: its function is to detach the survivors' memories and hopes from the dead. When this has been achieved, the pain grows less and with it the remorse and self-reproaches and consequently the fear of the demon as well. And the same spirits who to begin with were feared as demons may now expect to meet with friendlier treatment; they are revered as ancestors and appeals are made to them recognize disconnection even as they assert continuity, a particularly rich metaphor for the complexities of cultural transmission. In confronting an obscure history and a tenuous present, writers across the spectrum of American peoples increasingly conjure ghosts to solve a single problem: how to reframe the narrative organization of ethnic experience. Ghosts are not the exclusive province of any single ethnic group; they figure prominently wherever people must reconceive a fragmented, partially obliterated history, looking to a newly imagined past to redefine themselves for the future.
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